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Sounds of Survival:
Language Loss, Retention, and Restructuring
Among American Indian Peoples in the Southeast
Clare Dannenberg

Virginia Tech

Among the approximately 200 surviving indigenous languages in North America,
only a few are still extant in the Southeast. Such severe language attrition is a historical culmination of socio-political upheaval on both macro (i.e., federal) and
micro (i.e., state and local) levels, forcing Native peoples into a complex struggle
for their right oflanguage (and cultural) identity. This paper investigates indigenous
language loss in the Southeastern United States, involving the Eastern Cherokee,
Occaneechi, Chickahominy, Haliwa-Saponi, Nansemond, Pamunkey, Catawba,
the Monacan tribes, and particularly considers the Lumbee. As will be evident, the
resiliency of Native peoples is symbolically manifested in cases like the Lumbee,
where ancestral languages have been lost or simply forgotten. Language is adaptive
and can be restructured as identity is negotiated over time and social space. In the
face of language loss and encroachment, the survival of American Indian culture
through language is a testament to the adaptability, and creativity of the Native
peoples of the Southeast.
Language Encroachment and Attrition
Language death is a symbolic loss of power, cultural practices of traditional ancestral
living, and overt identity as a people. Extant ancestral American Indian languages
in North America are very few compared to the thousands that pre-existed before
European encroachment and "historical" classification. Many American Indian
communities in the United States have struggled to retain or regain their language
traditions in the hopes of re-establishing the cultural ties that bind them together.
Funding the rebuilding of languages by educating new generations of speakers (the
construction of"language nests") has been the subject of congressional hearings as
recently as 2003 (Native American Languages Act, S.575).
The majority oflanguage revivals are among groups that have retained vestiges
of their ancestral language, whose identification as American Indian is indisputable,
and whose cultural practices are unquestioned by outside government(s). Such is
not the case with a number of American Indian groups in the Southeastern United
States. Most ancestral languages in the Southeast have been completely lost or are
moribund. Amalgamation of peoples (and languages) due to warfare, sickness or
Southern Anthropologist 30(1). Copyright© 2004, Southern Anthropological Society
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governmental intervention and banishment, etc., can explain such disassociation
between ancestral people and their cultural communication.

Languages of the Southeast, Then and Now
Siouan, Algonquian (a subset of Algic), and Iroquoian language families coexisted
in the Southeast prior to substantial European contact and invasion. Languages
like Saponi, Cherokee, Occaneechi, Tuscarora, Nottoway, Tutela, and Virginia and
North Carolina Algonquian thrived at this point in prehistory and were spoken by
a variety of peoples. Table 1 lists the classification of American Indian languages
prior to European contact.
Such classifications of American Indian languages are quite controversial,
given that little written record exists. Historical linguists face a paucity of linguistic evidence to confirm or deny their hypotheses, not only about what languages
thrived in this region for thousands of years of prehistory, but also about how the
languages and their speakers might have been related and how their relationships
changed over time. Linguists have had to hypothesize about language origin and
spread through contact, utilizing various statistical techniques while at the same
time comparing their hypothetical data to independently collected anthropological
and archaeological evidence. Even given these challenges, however, many scholars
of American Indian languages believe that Siouan languages in the Southeast belong to a sub-group of the Siouan-Catawban language family; that southeastern
Iroquoian languages belong to a sub-group of the Iroquoian family; and that the
southeastern Algonquian family belongs to a sub-group of the Algic language
group (Goddard 1996).

The Siouan Language Family
Across the Southeast, the Siouan language family dominated the linguistic geography of Virginia and North Carolina and constituted the majority of languages
spoken in these areas. The application of complex linguistic dating processes such
as the lexicostatistical methods to the existent language data suggests that SiouanCatawban languages moved into the Carolinas out of the Ohio region several
thousand years ago( Goddard 1996). The primary Siouan language spoken in North
Carolina was Catawba, part of the Catawban branch of the Siouan-Catawban family, but Woccon, Tutela, and Ocaneechee were other Siouan-Catawban languages
documented in North Carolina, South Carolina and Virginia.
Catawba and Woccon were structured more similarly to each other than to
either Tutulo or Ocaneechee, which were widely used languages in southern Virginia and northern North Carolina. This affinity between Catawba and Woccon
supports the hypothesis that they were in use early in North Carolina prehistory.
While they may have been widespread, Siouan-Catawban languages are not currently spoken where they had flourished prior to European contact; collected word
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Table I:
Historic Period Language Families of the Southeast
ALGIC'

IROQUOIAN

SIOUAN-CATAWBAN

EASTERN ALGONQUIAN
Micmac
ABENAKIAN
Maliseet-Passamaquoddy
Eastern Abenaki
(Penobscot, Caniba,
Arosaguntacook, and
Pigwacket)
Western Abenaki
Echemin
SOUTHERN NEW
ENGLAND
MassacgesettNarragansett
Loup
Mohegan-Pequot
(Mohegan, Pequot,
Niantic, and Montauk
Quiripi-Unquachog
DELAWARAN
Mahican (Stockbridge
and Moravian)
Munsee Delaware
(Munsee and Wappinger)
Unami Delaware
(Northern Unami,
Souterhn Unami, and
Unalachtigo)
Natinticoke-Conoy
(Naticoke- Piscataway)
Virginia Algonquian
Carolina Algonquian

NORTHERN
IROQUOIAN
Tuscarora
Nottoway
Huron (Huron and
Wyandot)
Laurentian (Saint
Lawrence Iroquoian)
Seneca
Cayuga
Onondaga
Susquehannock
Mohawk
Oneida
Cherokee (Souchern
Iroquoian)

SIOUAN
MISSIOURI RIVER
Hidatsa
Crow
Mandan
MISSISSIPPI VALLEY
DAKOTAN
Sioux (Santee-Sisseton,
Yankton Yantonai, and Teton
[Lakhota))
Assiniboine
Stoney
DHEGIHA
Omaha-Ponca
Osage
Kansa
Quapaw
CHIWERE-WINNEBAGO
Chiwere (Otoe, Missouri, and
Iowa)
Winnebago
OHIO VALLEY
(SOUTHEASTERN)
Ofo
Bioloxi
Tutela (Tutela, Saponi,
Occaneechi)
CATAWBAN
Catawba
Woccon

*The Algic language family includes Eastern Algonquian, Algonquian, Ojibwayan and Sauk-Fox-Kickapoo
to name a few. For a full list of Algic languages, consult Goddard (1996).

lists and grammatical and phonological sketches from these languages are the only
records of their existence (Gatschet 1900a; Siebert 1945; Swanton 1936).

Algonquian Languages
Carolina Algonquian, Virginia Algonquian and Pamlico, thrived on the outer
Coastal Plains of the east, stretching northward into Virginia. Estimates suggest
that Eastern Algonquian speakers migrated into the Southeast from the North (cf.
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Fiedel 1991; Luckenbach, Clark, and Levy 1987) and subsisted there for about
1000 years prior to sustained European contact (Wetmore 1975).
While any extensive records of the grammatical and phonological systems of
these languages have been lost; word lists of Carolina Algonquian collected by
Thomas Harriot in the late sixteenth century (including names of places, animals,
and persons) have survived. The only other surviving and reliable documentation
of Carolina Algonquian was made in the early 1700s by John Lawson, the general
surveyor in North Carolina who collected a word list of Pamlico (Goddard 1996).
Like the Siouan-Catawban languages, the Eastern Algonquian subset is classified
as extinct.
Iroquoian Languages

Iroquoian languages have fared better than most other language families in the
Southeast. Regional Iroquoian languages included Tuscarora, Nottoway, Meherrin,
and Cherokee. The first three were spoken in the eastern part of North Carolina
and into the Piedmont and the Inner Coastal Plain areas of Virginia. Cherokee was
spoken in the Appalachian Mountains of North Carolina. Although the Cherokee
and Tuscarora languages were relatively close in geographic proximity (less than
500 miles), they are only very distant relatives linguistically. Cherokee is the sole
member of the southern Iroquoian language branch while the other three are more
closely related to the northern Iroquoian branch, which includes such languages
as Mohawk and Oneida. Such a situation indicates that the Iroquoian language
family probably originated in the Southeast, following the gravity principle set
forth by Goddard (1996) in which the greatest linguistic division is indicative of
the focal point of origin. This is not to say, however, that the Iroquoian language
family came into North Carolina before the Siouan speech group, which probably
originated in Ohio and traveled south into the North Carolina region. Linguistic
and archaeological evidence, in fact, suggest that Siouan was well established in
the Carolinas long before Iroquoian emerged.
Both the Cherokee and Tuscarora languages are still viable in some form. Tuscarora is used by the Tuscarora tribe in the northeast United States, an apparent
descendent of the North Carolina Tuscaroran group which moved northward in
the late eighteenth century. Cherokee, on the other hand, is currently still spoken
in the Appalachian region, the tribe's historical homeland, and in Oklahoma where
the majority of the Cherokee Nation was forced to move in the early nineteenth
century during the infamous Trail of Tears.
Inter-Tribal Contact

The indigenous languages of the Southeast were hardly spoken in complete isolation of each other. Although archaeological and anthropological evidence supports
prehistoric tribal distinctiveness, contact between American Indian language groups
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existed in a variety of forms, including primarily trade, warfare, and general cultural
practices that brought about interaction and idea exchange. Language adaptation
as a result of this contact would have perhaps been greatest among the groups at
the borders of linguistic boundaries or for those groups located along established
trade routes. Indeed, American Indian multilingualism and a type oflingua franca
among associating groups was quite common in areas of contact in the Southeast
before European encounters (Silverstein 1996). However, the type and extent of
language accommodation in these contact areas would have been crucially dependent upon power relations between the groups as well as upon group attitudes
about language purity.
The addition of European languages to the already dynamic southeast language
network accompanied a shift in power relations unparalleled in inter-tribal relations. As history well documents, European attitudes about the American Indian
populations in the Southeast ranged from pity to fascination to fear, but rarely did
the attitudes include a genuine inclination towards equality. Asymmetrical power
relations, then, most likely fueled the formation of new pidgins in the Southeastern
coastal regions consisting of superstrate European (mostly English) and substrate
American Indian language varieties. Further speculation suggests that some of these
pidgins became creolized, serving as "neo-indigenous" languages for their speakers (Silverstein 1996). However, for most American Indian languages, association
with European language varieties, especially English, meant ultimate eradication
of the ancestral language. In many instances, English subsumed these varieties very
quickly--within several generations. For other American Indian languages, though,
language shift was more gradual, lasting a number of generations before complete
linguistic accommodation to the new European inhabitants.
Today, only a handful oflanguages still exist in the Southeast in their ancestral
form; Cherokee, as mentioned earlier, is one of them. That is not to say, however,
that American Indians exclusively use mainstream varieties of English in their
day-to-day communication. Rather, many groups, due to their insularity and
cohesiveness as a people have created a unique and distinctive language variety of
English that symbolically expresses their culture as American Indians. One such
exemplary group is the Lum bee Indians of North Carolina.

Language Evolution and Cultural Survival 1
The tension between identity and linguistic subordination is clearly evident in the
case of the Lumbee Indians of Robeson County, North Carolina. The Lumbee
constitute the largest American Indian group east of the Mississippi River, yet they
have continually fought to maintain their cultural identity in the face of sociopolitical opposition for close to a century and a half. The Lum bee have been caught in a
Catch 22 situation. Firstly, they were stripped of their ancestral language centuries
ago when they were faced with cultural assimilation or annihilation by European
invaders. Secondly, the Lumbee are now denied their rightful place among feder-
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ally-recognized American Indian tribes because they have been unable as of yet to
trace their history back to one specific ancestral tribe or language. To prove their
Indian identity today, the Lumbee must provide evidence of the linguistic and
cultural heritage that they previously had to suppress to survive.
Relatively early in their contact with Europeans, the Lumbee lost their ancestral language(s) to the linguistic hegemony of European invaders. They responded
to their language loss by carving out a unique dialect niche as they maintained
and reconfigured their identity in relation to other groups. The story of Lumbee
language identity is not simply a matter of speculation about ancestral American
Indian languages, but is about the flexibility and resiliency of a cultural group in
shaping a dynamic identity through available language resources.
The Lumbee Today

Robeson County, North Carolina is located in southeastern North Carolina along
Interstate 95 near the South Carolina border and is home to close to 47,000
Lumbee Indians.
Figure 1.
Robeson County, North Carolina

In addition to the Lumbee, Robeson County, North Carolina is home to large
populations of European Americans and African Americans, and a small but growing population of Hispanics. The proportion of the three major ethnic groups in
Robeson County is illustrated in the population pie chart in Figure 2. ("Other"
accounts for 4% of the population.)
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Figure 2.
Population Distribution in Robeson County, NC (2000 census)
4%

Nat.Am.
White

Afr.Am

38%

Other

The Lumbee constitute the largest ethnic group in the County, and estimates
of the Lumbee population during the 1990s indicate that this status will not likely
change, as their population appears to be increasing proportionally to the other
groups. In this regard, they are quite different from other groups of southeastern
American Indians who typically account for a very small percentage of the
population. For example, in Graham County, the home of the Snowbird Eastern
Cherokees in Western North Carolina, American Indians represent less than 6.8
percent of the population (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2001, 39). Likewise, the
Catawba Indians, located in Rock Hill, South Carolina, maintain very small
numbers; there are approximately 2,600 members on their tribal register.
Census data and ethnographic study evidence indicates that the three ethnic
groups in Robeson County remain divided. In fact, de facto segregation continues to
be mirrored in many facets of Robeson County community life. For example, while
the school system has been integrated since the early 1970s, several communitybased schools are comprised almost exclusively of one ethnicity, and several towns
in Robeson County are largely monoethnic. The town of Pembroke, for example,
is 81. 7 percent Lum bee, and the settlement of Prospect is over 96.2 percent
American Indian (U.S. Bureau of the Census 2001). Some elementary schools are
comprised of more than 90 percent Lumbee. However, even in the schools that
reflect the county's ethnic diversity, status still relates to ethnicity. For instance,
one interviewee reported (Miller 1996) that in his integrated high school, three
homecoming queens and three school presidents were elected-one for African
Americans, one for European Americans and one for Lumbee.
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Currently, the power and economic structures in Robeson County appear
to be in flux. European Americans have held a majority of the political offices in
the county historically, but the office of County Sheriff now belongs to a Lum bee
Indian (a Robeson County first, long thought to be impossible). Economically, the
county is shifting from agricultural to factory-based employment. Small tobacco
farms--once the staple of Robeson County subsistence--can no longer compete with
larger agricultural conglomerates. Thus, many Lumbees who were independent
farm owners now must seek employment in the factories within the county or look
outside the county for work; still others choose to further their education, which
often results in their departure from Robeson County.
The three ethnic groups think of themselves as separate, and most residents
live their lives accordingly. Ethnic boundaries seem relatively fixed, but are not
impenetrable, as evidenced by recent changes in political representation. Ethnic
boundaries in Robeson County are often situated constructs that change in relation
to time, place, and social setting.

The Lumbee Language
The Lumbee Indians are state recognized and entitled, bur have yet to be granted
full federal recognition as an American Indian group. Their status is, in part, due
to their socio-cultural and political situation, which was similar to most American
Indian peoples of the Southeast. In fact, it is virtually impossible to trace the roots of
Lumbee language definitively to one particular ancestral American Indian language
source. The prehistorical migration that characterized American Indian groups in
the area, the oppressive nature of European contact in the Southeast United States
that resulted in the loss of American Indian languages, and the changing status
of different American Indian groups in the region make it difficult to identify a
unitary language lineage for the Lumbee. Problems in documenting the precise
ancestral language history of the Lumbee are compounded by the apparent time
depth of their ancestral language loss. There is little obvious evidence oflanguage
transfer from an ancestral American Indian language in Lumbee English today as
a clue to the lost ancestral language.
There is dispute over the point of origin for the Lumbee: whether they were a
coastal people who migrated inland or whether Robeson County is their ancestral
home. Given the location of Robeson County within the context of the language
families in North Carolina, however, it is quite likely that the Lumbee would have
at least been exposed to if not familiar with Siouan languages, regardless of their
point of origin.
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Figure 3.
American Indian Language Families in North Carolina,
in Reference to Robeson County

As figure 3 illustrates, the Robeson County area was located on the boundary
between the Siouan and Iroquoian language groups. Moreover, this area is also not
far removed from the coast, thus adding possible exposure to Algonquian languages
to the mix of possible ancestral language influence. Whether or not the Lumbee
migrated inland from the coastal region, contact with Algonquian languages is likely
due to their current location and the navigational routes afforded by the Lumber
River and Cape Fear River. In fact, the ancestors of the Lumbee might well have
been familiar with varieties from all three language families, given the transitional
language zone evident around the Robeson County area. It is thus not unreasonable to speculate that the current-day Lumbee people emerged as a group exposed
to a multilingual ancestral language situation. This speculation could be drawn for
any group co-existing in such transitional language zones.
As European infiltration began, clear power relationships began to be drawn
between European contact varieties, such as English, Scots-Gaelic, and Scots-Irish
and the indigenous language varieties in the Robeson County area. In most cases,
indigenous varieties gave way to varieties of English. The rapid decline of American
Indian languages in the United States is well attested (Hinton 1994); a language can
be lost within three generations--without a trace if it is not documented. Within the
last century more than 25 American Indian languages-not dialects bur separate
languages-have been lost in California alone. The loss of an ancestral language
by the Lum bee is consistent with the widespread loss of American Indian language
throughout North America. What may be different in this case is the time period
of the language loss, which seems to have taken place somewhat earlier than the
loss of ancestral language for some other American Indian communities, and the
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ambiguity involved in tracing the ancestral language. Given an earlier period of
language loss, vestiges of source language transfer from the ancestral language to
English also would be reduced accordingly. We assume that there was a period
in which both English and the indigenous language were known and a period in
which the transfer of structural features from the American Indian language was
still evident in the English of Lumbees, but we cannot say exactly when these
periods might have been. However, a fieldworker's 1934 account of interviewing
an American Indian born in Pembroke in the 1860s for the Linguistic Atlas of
the Middle and South Atlantic States is noteworthy. The fieldworker aborted the
interview because of the Pembroke man's slow responses, noting that the subject
"preserves traces of the foreign speech." (Kretzschmar, McDavid, Lerud, and
Johnson 1994:359). This is also consistent with some reports by older community
members who have spoken of grandparents still using expressions from American
Indian languages. Clearly, vestiges of an American Indian language may have been
evident in the previous century. There may even have been a prolonged period of
bilingualism for some Lumbees through the 1800s. Furthermore, if the Lumbee
were a conglomerate community living in a transitional American Indian language
zone, then some of their ancestral language would have indeed been recorded in
the previously noted documentation of Iroquoian, Siouan, and even Algonquian
languages in the area.

The Changing Dynamics of Interethnic Relationships
True to the history of American Indian peoples of the Southeast and also in general
in the United States, the relationships between the Lumbee and the other groups
in Robeson County has evolved from one of persecution to one of isolation and
finally to one of tentative association. Prior to the nineteenth century, there were
reports of egalitarianism between the Lumbee and the Scots-Irish and Highland
Scots. However, if this was indeed true, the nature of this relationship changed
rapidly, particularly after the passage of the Revised North Carolina State Constitution of 1835 which mandated that people of color did not have the rights and
privileges afforded those who were white. Rights and privileges that the Lumbee
might have appropriated prior to the nineteenth century were therefore stripped
away by government fiat.
Moreover, this legislation suggested that the Lumbee had no discrete ethnic
identity as American Indians-at least in the eyes of government. The Lumbee
were classified with other people of color, blacks in particular. Since privilege now
came though affiliation with the dominant white group-by whom the Lumbee
were now legally disenfranchised-their legal classification with people of color
would serve to motivate their disassociation from African Americans, the primary
target of the legislation.
The indeterminate ethnic status, cultural isolation, and discrimination that the
Lumbee endured as a result of external classification are important background for
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understanding the development ofLumbee English. The sociopolitical and cultural
context not only exacerbated Lumbee incentive to carve out their distinctive place
within the Robeson County community, but also served to fuel a strong sense of
Lumbee solidarity in the face of external threats to their peoplehood.
From the 1800s until today, the Lumbee have worked proactively to construct
and reconstruct their heritage as American Indians in the face of regular acts that
challenge their sense of peoplehood. The Lumbee not only were the first American
Indian group in North Carolina to petition the state government and win formal
recognition and entitlements in the late 1800s, but were also the first to petition
for and receive funds from the state government to create an Indian Normal school
whose purpose was to train American Indians how to teach American Indian
children. Moreover, the Lum bee have regularly petitioned the federal government
for official recognition and entitlements for their American Indian status since the
mid-1950s. Lumbee also hold annual powwows and revitalize American Indian arts
and crafts in the proactive maintenance and reconstruction of Lumbee identity.
These events and activities are all emblematic of group membership that serves
to celebrate American Indian identity. Meshed into a society that seems focused
on a white/non-white dichotomy, the Lumbee have thus been able to negotiate a
cultural identity that is neither white nor black in the context of Robeson County
and beyond.

A Profile of Lumbee English
Languages do not exist independently of the people who speak them. Indeed,
language uses are epiphenomena of class, gender, ethnicity, and certainly power
differences. Dialects, too, symbolically reflect these same facets of culture, so that
in many respects, dialects are not much removed, in effect, from discrete languages. The sharp distinction between language and dialects is thus not supported
by linguists who would argue that dialects and languages exist on a continuum.
In fact, a resolution of the Linguistic Society of America (1997) notes that "the
distinction between 'languages' and 'dialects' is usually made more on social and
political grounds than on purely linguistic ones." The resolution further notes that
the important thing about language variation is not whether different varieties "are
called a 'language' or a 'dialect' but rather that [their] systematicity be recognized."
Thus, although the Lumbee have lost all traces of their ancestral language or languages, they have nevertheless carved out a distinctive systematic dialect of English
that reflects their peoplehood as an American Indian people.
What I refer to as Lumbee English has few features not documented in other
varieties of English; its distinctiveness lies not in its exclusive dialect features but
in the unique combination of structures that sets it apart from other dialects of
English.
In the following tables, I provide a profile of Lumbee English in terms of
variations in vocabulary, phonology, and grammar. Each Lumbee feature is
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compared with Robeson County African-American Vernacular English and European-American Vernacular English. Lumbee English is also compared with two
other historically isolated varieties in the region: the highland dialect spoken in
the Appalachian mountain range to the west of Robeson County (Wolfram and
Christian 1976) and the coastal dialect of North Carolina, particularly from the
Outer Banks of North Carolina to the east of Robeson County (Wolfram and
Schilling-Estes 1997; Wolfram, Hazen, and Schilling-Estes 1998). The examination of Lum bee English in this broader framework lends insight into its historical
and contemporary dialect affinities.
Table 2 is adapted from a more extensive dialect vocabulary detailed in Locklear,
Wolfram, Schilling-Estes, and Dannenberg (1999) and it is intended simply to
demonstrate how lexical items may unify or separate groups of speakers. In this and
in the following tables, a check ✓ means that this item is found in this particular
variety; in a few cases, parentheses around the (✓) indicate that the item is found
but to a very limited extent. In some cases, different dialects may share an item but
the level of usage is much more prominent in one dialect than another.
Table 2.
A Comparative, Selective Lexical Profile of Lumbee Vernacular English

LEXICAL ITEM

Lumbee

RC

RC

Af.

Euro.

Am.

Am.

App.

Outer
Banks

Lum 'Lumbee person'

✓

on the swamp 'in the neighborhood'
juvember 'sling shot"
ellick 'coffee'

✓

sorry in the world 'badly'
chawed 'embarrassed'
kernal 'bump'
jubious 'strange'
gaum 'mess '

✓

✓

✓

toten 'sign of spirit or ghost'
mommuck 'mess'

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓
✓
✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

kelvinator 'refrigerator'
coater 'turtle'
tote 'carry'

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

swanny 'swear
carry 'accompany, escort'
young 'uns 'children'

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

mash 'push'

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

'

✓
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Of note is the fact that the Lumbee maintain a unique set of vocabulary items
that are not shared with other local and regional contact varieties of English. Some
of these are local innovations which obviously have a community-based origin,
such as on the swamp, a metaphorical extension of the swampy terrain found in
the area to refer to a neighborhood, and Lum, referring to a Lumbee person. Other
unique expressions, such as sorry in the world for 'doing badly' or 'not feeling well',
juvember for 'slingshot' or ellick for 'coffee' indicate more subtly the autonomy ofthe
Lumbee community in relation to other communities.
Terms like mommuck, toten, and gaum, which can be traced back centuries in
the English language, however, have been retained in Lumbee Vernacular English
just as they have in other historically peripheral dialect areas to the east and west
of Robeson County. At the same time, some meaning shift has taken place in
the respective regions. Thus, mommuck, which is documented in the writings of
Shakespeare, had an original, literal meaning of 'tear to shreds' during the 1600s.
On the Outer Banks, this meaning has been extended figuratively to mean 'harass
physically or mentally,' while among the Lumbee and Appalachians to the west
its meaning has been extended to mean 'make a mess,' as in You sure mommucked
the house.
The term token, which can be traced back a millennium in the English language, is another relic form that has undergone a meaning shift in different regions.
In Lumbee English, where it is usually pronounced as toten, it refers to a spirit
or ghost, while it means a sign or presage of death on the Outer Banks of North
Carolina, again suggesting relic status.
The phonological comparison in Table 3 of Lumbee English again shows the
overlapping but distinctive arrangement of Lum bee English pronunciation features
in relation to other varieties of English.
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Table 3.
A Comparative Profile of Lum bee Vernacular English Pronunciation

PRONUNCIATION
STRUCTURE

Lumbee

RC
M.Am.

RC
Euro.
Am.

App.

Outer

Banks

[ay] raising, backing
e.g. þÿ[tŒId]'tide'

✓

[h] retention in 'it', 'ain't'
e.g. [hit] 'it'

✓

(✓)

✓

✓

[a:] lowering prec. R
e.g. [dar] 'there '

✓

(✓)

✓

✓

intrusive [t]
e.g. [w11nst] 'oncet'

✓

✓

✓

[Iz] following s+stop
[postlz] 'posts'

✓

✓

✓

[ayr]/[awr] reduction
e.g. [tar] 'tire'

✓

✓

✓

✓

intrusive r, unstr. final [o]
e.g. [felr] 'feller'

✓

✓

✓

✓

Palatalization
[raitsid] 'right here'

✓

(✓)

✓

(✓)

unstressed initial [w] del.
'young unz'

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

[l]/[E] prec. [+nas] merger
e.g. [pln] 'pin'/'pen'

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

lax vowel gliding
e.g.
'fish'

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

[ay] ungliding
e.g. [tam] 'time'

✓

✓

✓

✓

final labialization
[bof] 'both'

✓

✓

✓

✓

(✓)

(✓)

✓

postvocalic r loss
[ka] 'car'

✓

✓
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Few if any of the pronunciation features of Lum bee Vernacular are unique to
English varieties, but the array of pronunciation traits set it apart. The particular
pronunciation of the lay/ vowel of words like time or side (more like toim or soid)
which characterizes some older speakers from Prospect (Brewer and Reising 1984;
Schilling-Estes 1998), for example, aligns Lumbee English with a distinctive pronunciation of speakers from the Outer Banks. At the same time, the retention of
an h in words like hit (it) or haint (ain't) and pronunciations like bear and hair
something like bar or har are characteristic of isolated varieties in diffuse areas
throughout the southeastern region.
The comparative profile of grammatical structures shown in table 4, suggests
an affinity between Lum bee English and more isolated varieties of English such as
those spoken on the Outer Banks and in Appalachia. For example, a- prefixing in
constructions such as She was a-huntin' and a- fishin' is a fairly common retention
of a relic form of English found in a number of historically isolated rural dialects,
as is the attachment of -s to verbs occurring with plural noun phrases as in The
dogs barks or People gets upset.

Table 4.
A Comparative Dialect Profile of Lumbee Vernacular English Grammar
GRAMMATICAL

STRUCTURE

Lumbee

finite bes
e.g. She bes there

✓

Perfective I'm
e.g. I'm been there

✓

Perfective be
e.g. They might be lost some
inches

✓

weren't regularization
e.g. She weren't here

✓

a-prefixing
e.g. He was a-fishin

✓

copula absence
e.g. They nice, She nice
3rd sg. absence
e.g. She like_ cats

(✓)

RC
Af.

RC
Euro.

App.

Outer
Banks

(✓)

✓

(✓)

✓

✓

✓

✓
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GRAMMATICAL
STRUCTURE

Lumhee

Plural noun phrase agreement
e.g. The dogs gets upset

✓

plural absence with
measurement nouns
e.g. twenty mile_

✓

completive done
e.g. She done messed up

RC

RC

Af.

Euro.

Am.

Am.

App.

Outer

Banks

(✓)

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

double modals
e.g. He might could come

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

far to complement
e.g. I want far to get it

✓

✓

(✓)

irregular verb
( 1) generalized past/ part.
e.g. She had came here
(2) generalized part.I past
e.g. She done it
(3) bare root as past
e.g. She give him a dog
(4) regularization
e.g. She knowed him
(5) different irregular
e.g. He retch up the roof

was/ is regularization
e.g. We was there

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓

(✓)

At the same time, there are a couple of distinctive structures in Lumbee English
which are quite restricted in terms of present-day American English dialects. One
is the regularization of past tense forms in which the form weren't may occur with
all subjects (e.g. 1/youl(s)helwely'all!they weren't) (Wolfram and Sellers forthcoming).
This pattern is relatively confined in present-day American English dialects, and
is found predominantly in isolated dialect areas such as those on the Outer Banks
of North Carolina (Schilling-Estes and Wolfram 1994) or in the Chesapeake Bay
(Schilling-Estes 19976).
Another distinctive form which sets Lumbee Vernacular English apart from
other vernacular dialects in the immediate area is the use of be as a kind of perfect
form. That is, Lumbee English may use consrructions such as I'm been there or
We're got it already where other dialects would use have as in I've been there already
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or We've got it already. The use of the perfective I'm is particularly frequent among
some speakers of Lum bee English, as an apparent vestige of an earlier period in the
English language when be and have alternated in this way (Wolfram 1996).
One other grammatical form shows how Lumbee English has molded forms
derived from particular donor dialects and accommodated surrounding contact
dialects to carve out a unique dialect niche (Dannenberg and Wolfram 1998). This
is the form be(s) in sentences such as She bes here or Sometimes babies bes born like
that. The shaping of finite be(s) in Lumbee Vernacular English shows how a dialect
community can be resourceful in utilizing present and past linguistic resources
and language contact situations to mold and maintain ethnolinguistic uniqueness
through changing sociolinguistic circumstances.
The overview of the basic levels oflanguage organization, lexicon, phonology,
and grammar, illustrates rhat Lumbee English is not distinguished primarily by
structures that are unique to this variety. Rather, Lumbee English is distinctive
precisely because it maintains a distinctive collocation of features, some of which
are utilized in this dialect, but most of which are shared by surrounding contact
varieties.
Conclusion

The Lumbee are not alone in striving to maintain cultural traditions in the face
of language loss. In the Southeast, few American Indian tribes currently sustain a
viable ancestral language. At the same time, as the case study with the Lum bee has
illustrated, cultural cohesiveness cultivates distinctive language varieties. Those varieties, in turn, provide testament to the cultural identity of those groups. Language
identity is not a static, uniform object that can be transferred from generation to
generation. It is instead a negotiable, fluid entity that reinvents itself, despite loss.
American Indian groups of the southeastern United States are daily renegotiating.
The American Indians in the Southeast are a testament to cultural survival through
upheaval and invasion, and that survival has been instantiated in their distinctive
language varieties.
Notes

1. Information from this section is based on Dannenberg and Wolfram (1999),
Wolfram and Dannenberg (2002), and Dannenberg (2003).
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